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South Africa’s Secret Uramum Process

South Africa is sitting on one of -

the hottest military. secrets of the
Nuclear Age: a cheap, efficient pro-
cess for obtaining U-235, the radioac-
tive form of uranium used in weap-
ons.

The South African government
has guarded its secret jealously from
the United States, though not, appar-
ently, from other friendlier nations.
As a result, U.S. espionage agencies,
particularly . the CIA, -have been
trying every trick in the book to pry
the process loose.

“We have as much as told them we k
know they've got it behind the ga--

rage door and we're after it,” one
CIA source told my associate Dale
Van- Atta. “We've done everything
but go up to the door, bang on it and
demand they turn it over.”. -

While this straightforward ap-
proach has not actually been con-
templated, the inteiligence agencies
have -attempted more clandestine

methods. One technique was covert

aerial photography of South African

nuclear installations. This was. done ® ‘wants South Africa’s nuclear secret

by installing. a camera under the
copilot’s seat on the Beechcraft
plane that flies the American ambas-
sador around. ot
The South Africans soon caught

-onto this-rather rudimentary device,

and expelled the pilot, the copuot
and the ambassador’s “military at-
tache. .

The CIA also tried human penetra-
tion. Possibly inspired by the Paki-
stani scientist who, stole nuclear

bomb _secrets from the . Western-
European;nation he was. working - - .

. Secret process is called “spht-nozzle

for, the ‘C1A tried to persuade an
American nuclear physicist to go to
work for South Africa. The scientist,
a distinguished alumnus of the Law-

. rence Livermore laboratory in Cali-

fornia, turned the spy agency down
“He didn't. want to get kmed .
source explained. ot

- The CIA is'still trying to ferret out
the South African secret, and here’s
why: The key step in buﬂdmg a nu-
clear bomb is the extraction of U-235-
from uranium ore. Usually there’s
. less than 1 percent U-235 in the ore,’
so extraction has been a costly pro-
cessuntiinow. ..

The United States uses an old but
reliable method of extraction called |
gaseous. diffusion. This entails mov-
" ing the uramum through mﬂes of
buildings. :

The South Afncans acmeve the
same resuit in a single room. Their

gaseous diffusion,” according to in- -
telligence sources. v
A second reason the United States

— and thus have a hand in control-
ling its use—is that the South Afri-
can government is believed to be
sharing its process.with other coun-

" tries. - B :
- According to intelligence analysts
an informal alliance has taken shape
between South Africa, Israel and
Taiwan to produce a nuclear bomb.
-All three are beleaguered “under-
dog” nations surrounded by enemies
-of overwhelmmg numemcal supen-
Onty Vs e

.~The CIA and the National Secunty *

Agency became aware of the cooper
ation between Israel and South’
Africa whensensitive Israeli weap--
onry began turnmg up in South Am-
ca.

Intelhgence sources beheve that
South Africa has shared its one-room
extraction process with Israel and,
Taiwan—and that the three emhat—
tled nations 'lready may have tested'"
a nuclear bomb.:, B PR P B
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